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BRINGING UP 

IN 1977, I had just finished eight years on the 
VIKING program, which was just a marvelously rich, 

fascinating experience, usingthe most up-to-date, 

sophisticated management techniques, under an 

outstanding leader named JIM MARTIN. After that, 

you could say the opportunities available to me 

 some ways were limitless. 

I REMEMBER QUITE VIVIDLY WHEN I GOT THE PHONE CALL FROM ED CORTRIGHT, 
who was the Langley Center Director at the time, with news about my next 
assignment. He asked me to come to the aid of a project that was in trouble, the 
Rotor Systems Research Aircraft (RSRA). 

“Are you sure you got the right guy?” I asked. “You’ve got so many 
aeronautical researchers at this center and you pick on me. I don’t know 
anything about this technology.” 

“This is not a mistake,” he assured me. “You’re the person I want to do this.” 
Cortright recognized that bringing this project to its end point would 

require someone with my skills—not necessarily me, but somebody like me 
who could drive the objectives of the program towards the plan already laid 
out. On Viking, we said we were going to land a spacecraft on Mars and do 
science there. Every decision we made was focused on that, so we learned to 
pay attention to our objectives. 

Cortright’s concern was that unless someone with a real project 
background came in to deal with the contractor who was building the 
aircraft, it could become a continuous sandbox research program. They were 
trying to make the technology the best they could get it, and this was costing 
a lot of money and a lot of time. It’s like you’re trying to get to 99-percent 
pure. Well, you have to learn sometimes that 95-percent will work, and that 
requires you to force people to make decisions to get it done. 

The project manager was also the researcher who had designed this 
aircraft. The whole project was his idea. He had worked in helicopter 
research for 28 years. I would say he probably had spent seven or eight years 
getting the project approved. Then he spent another three years working on 
it. Altogether a decade of his life was invested in this project. It was going to 
require a delicate touch for me to step in and help him understand that this 
was what was best for the project. I realized that this was his baby, there was 
no doubt about that, and I had to promise him that I was going to take care 
of his baby. 
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BY ANGELO (GUS) GUASTAFERRO BABY 

Members of the first-generation Rotor Systems Research Aircraft strike a pose. Dressed to 
the nines in the front row, fourth from the right, is project manager Gus Guastaferro. 
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They were trying to make the technology 

the best the y could get it, and this was 

costing a lot of money and a lot of time. 

A next-generation X-Wing 
Helicopter awaits takeoff. 

One of the things that made this project exciting to 
me, and why I was keen to accept the challenge, was that 
in spite of decades of leadership in aeronautics, my 
center, Langley, had never designed its own fully 
integrated airplane, except for this one. 

I said to Cortright, “Well, before I say yes, let me go 
talk to the individual.” I told him that I wouldn’t make a 
decision until I understood the problems, and I wanted to 
understand them from the project manager—not from a 
third party, but from the person running the project. 

A MEETING OF MINDS 
I went to see him. Nothing had been announced yet, and 
I didn’t tell him I was considering taking over the project, 
but he knew something was up. He was not dumb. I was 
not there because I had nothing to do for lunch. I just 
said I was asked by the director to get a rundown of what 
he was doing. To his credit, the manager was forth­
coming with details. 

So, I went back to Cortright and said, “I’ll take the 
job, if you still want to offer it to me because I under­
stand what the challenges are and what the problems 
are. I believe I can help, but I want to keep the current 
manager as the chief engineer.” 

When Cortright made the call to the project 
manager to tell him he was going to be replaced, 
I wanted him to explain it in no uncertain terms, 

“Hey, you’re going to be replaced, but Gus would like to 
have you on his team. He needs you.” 

And it’s true, I did. It would have been very hard for 
me to take over this project without his smarts. I had a 
pretty good sense of my own weaknesses. I didn’t come 
there as a helicopter research specialist. I was expected to 

step out of the space world, because remember Viking was 
an outer space mission, and enter this new world of 
aeronautics. I could have said I don’t need this person and 
gone out and hired a different chief engineer. My manage­
ment would have supported it. 

But how you handle a transition like this is 
important. There was no guarantee my method was 
going to work, but I had previous experience in two 
situations like this where the manager was forced to 
leave and I had to take over, and I did not want to 
repeat what happened to me in either of those cases. 

FLASHBACK 
Once, I had to take over management of a critical 
resource without the help of the previous project 
manager because he was fired. It was then I learned how 
difficult it is to pick up where someone else has left off— 
without that person’s knowledge to rely on. 

Another time, on Viking, I  faced a situation similar to 
what I was facing on RSRA. In 1973, a little more than 
two years before launch we ran into problems with one 
of the instruments. Jim Martin said, “You’re no longer 
the management operations director. I’m putting you on 
this instrument, and you’ve got to go make it happen.” 

Again, I offered to make the instrument manager 
my chief engineer. I could have easily let him go, but I 
decided that he should still be on the team. I wanted to 
make him a part of the solution rather than a part of the 
problem. The worst thing is to say, “Hey, thanks for 
being around. Good luck. Have a good life,” and then 
walk away. That’s a big mistake. You have to be sensitive 
to that transition. Nobody likes to be replaced. 

Hence, I did the same thing that I did on the RSRA, 
but the difference was that the instrument manager on 
Viking wasn’t a researcher, he was a project type, and he 
never accepted the transition. He never did anything to 
hurt the project, or me, but he wasn’t interested in 
helping either. I had to decide whether I would bring him 
along or let him go. Eventually, I found another position 
for him that allowed him to leave the project with dignity. 
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The worst thing is to say, “Hey, thanks 

for being around. Good luck. Have a 
good life,” and then walk away. 

I learned an important lesson from this experience. 
When you see that there is a lack of interest, then you 
work hard at finding them a new place, another niche. 
You’ve got to get that person off your project and get 
them somewhere else. 

THE COOPERATION FACTOR 
There is no question in my mind that my job on RSRA 
would have been tougher without the cooperation of the 
project manager I replaced. It was certainly a lot easier 
with him. He stayed with me for about two months as 
my chief engineer, and he was just wonderful in terms of 
the transition. He understood my skills and what needed 
to be done, and was able to put his own ego on hold 
while he adapted to this new life. 

When you get in an environment where somebody 
has lost their baby like the RSRA researcher, and you do 
a good job in convincing them that they can still be a part 
of the solution, then you’ve done the right thing. The 
researcher on the RSRA believed in his baby so much 
that he accepted the fact that this transition was 
necessary to be successful. He spent a lot of time giving 
me the technical aspects to do my job as best I could. 
What I gave him was an understanding of why this 
decision had to be made. 

Now I also had to show the team that I valued this 
individual. He was obviously well liked and respected as 
a technologist. I can’t speak for the rest of the team, but 
I think they respected me for the fact that I didn’t hurt 
their former leader. 

Right after I joined the project, I held a party. The 
manager that I replaced came with his wife. You know, 
I sensed more hurt and sensitivity in his wife than I 
ever did in him, and so I made sure to take her aside 
and let her know how important her husband was to 
the project and that he would certainly be sharing in 
its success. 

Thirteen months later, I’m proud to say that I lived 
up to my word. The day we had the first flight, he was 
standing right there with me. It was still his baby, and he 
had raised it well. He just needed a little help in getting 
it to college. • 

LESSONS 

• You don’t want to lose key project knowledge. When 
a person being replaced has key project knowledge, 
seek ways to make sure that knowledge remains 
available to you. 
• Be sensitive during transitions. You don’t know how 
emotional fallout will affect the project. Allow people to 
step out of their roles with dignity. 
• Don’t overlook the teammates of a leader who is 
replaced. It is not your job to convince them that this is 
the right decision, but you should respect their feelings 
toward their colleague. 

QUESTION 

How can you detect early on whether attempting to leave the 
replaced manager on board is going to be successful or not? 

STAYING IN TOUCH 

Following his work on the research 

project described in this story, 

ANGELO (GUS) GUASTAFERRO 

went on to serve as NASA Director 

for Planetary Programs, Deputy Director of the 

NASA Ames Research Center, and Vice President 

of Civil Space at Lockheed Martin. Now retired, 

Guastaferro’s decades of aerospace experience 

don’t go untapped: He continues to consult for 

NASA on future space systems and serves as 

Chairman Emeritus of the Hampton Roads 

Technology Council and Director of the Virginia 

Technology Alliances. 

In addition, Guastaferro’s work for APPL includes 

serving on the Advisory Board of the Leaders as 

Teachers & Mentors (LT&M) program, which 

leverages NASA’s wealth of human and intellectual 

capital by connecting recognized program and 

project management experts in NASA and the 

aerospace industry to practitioners of all levels 

across the agency. LT&M participants, some active 

managers and some retired, reach beyond their 

immediate circle of colleagues to provide guest 

lecturing, teaching, consulting, and mentoring. 
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